Repetitions, prolongations, and blocks are examples of di erent types of stuttering-like disfluencies.
WHAT IS STUTTERING?
For many people, talking is something that requires little e ort. We rarely think about the complicated ways that the brain, jaw, tongue, lips, lungs, and vocal folds work together to produce speech. How might your life be di erent if it was di cult for you to say your name? For people who stutter, talking is not always easy. In this article, we will discuss what stuttering is and why it is an invisible condition. We will STUTTERING A communication disorder or way of speaking that impacts a person's ability to smoothly link sounds and words together. also describe ways to support people who stutter.
Stuttering is a communication disorder that a ects the fluency of a FLUENCY The ability to smoothly link words and sounds together in speech.
person's speech, which means the ability to smoothly link sounds and words together. No one has perfectly fluent speech. We all produce disfluencies (or breaks in fluent speech) from time to time.
DISFLUENCIES
Breaks in fluent speech that are common among all speakers.
For example, it is common to insert words like "um" into speech and to repeat words or phrases on occasion.
Although we all have times when we are disfluent, we do not all stutter. People who stutter produce certain types of disfluencies that are unique to stuttering, called stuttering-like disfluencies [ ].
STUTTERING-LIKE DISFLUENCIES
Disfluencies that are unique to people who stutter, including repetitions, prolongations, and blocks.
For example, people who stutter sometimes repeat sounds or get "stuck" in the middle of a sound. Other times they may have di culty producing any sound at all. Figure shows examples of di erent stuttering-like disfluencies.
One reason why stuttering-like disfluencies are unique is because they are associated with a loss of control. If you have ever slipped on ice, then you have probably experienced a similar feeling. When you feel yourself start to slip, it is normal to tense your muscles or brace yourself for the fall. Some people who stutter react to the loss of control associated with stuttering in the same way. They may tense the muscles of the face, neck, or other body parts. This tension is an example of an associated behavior. Associated behaviors are things
ASSOCIATED BEHAVIORS
Things that people who stutter do when they experience the feeling of loss of control while stuttering. that people who stutter do when they feel a loss of control during a kids.frontiersin.org January | Volume | Article | moment of stuttering. Blinking, looking away, and head movements are examples of other associated behaviors.
Stuttering involves more than the behaviors that we see and hear. It also includes thoughts and feelings about communication [ ]. Some people who stutter are afraid to talk because of how others may react to their stuttering. Other people who stutter are not bothered by their stuttering, and some people are proud of the way they talk. When it comes to stuttering, thoughts and feelings are important because they influence communication in everyday life, such as if people who stutter are comfortable enough to raise their hands in class or call their friends on the phone.
We have discussed what stuttering is, but what causes stuttering?
Stuttering is a result of wiring di erences in the brain. There are many factors that influence whether or not a person stutters [ ]. One of the primary contributing factors is genetics. Research has shown that there is not just one gene linked with stuttering, but many genes. Around % of people who stutter have a family member who stutters [ ]. There are million people who stutter in the United States. That is as many people who live in the entire city of Chicago! Boys are three times more likely to stutter than girls, and most people start stuttering when they are preschool age [ ].
IN WHAT WAYS IS STUTTERING INVISIBLE?
There are two important reasons why stuttering can be considered an invisible condition. First, stuttering is variable. If something is variable,
VARIABLE
When something changes over time.
that means that it changes over time. For example, the weather in the state of Michigan during fall is variable because it can be cool in the morning and scorching hot by lunch time. Similarly, stuttering is variable because most people who stutter only stutter sometimes, and the rest of the time their speech can sound smooth or fluent. For people who stutter, this variability can be challenging. They may not know what their speech will sound like from day to day or even from one conversation to the next! The variability of stuttering can also be confusing for listeners. Just because people who stutter can speak fluently sometimes does not mean that they can speak fluently all the time. If you have a friend who stutters, you may notice that she does not stutter very much in some situations but stutters a lot in other situations. Although it is completely normal, the variability of stuttering can be hard for kids, teachers, and even parents to understand! Regardless of whether we can see or hear a person's stuttering, what they have to say is important and worth listening to.
The second reason why stuttering can be considered an invisible condition is because it is concealable, which means that it can be CONCEALABLE When something is able to be hidden from others.
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Figure Figure
Sometimes people who stutter might order something they do not want to eat because it is easier to say. It is important to be patient and give them the time they need to say what they want to say.
hidden from others [ ]. Sadness is another example of something that is concealable. Similar to stuttering, we may sometimes feel sad on the inside but try to hide our sadness from other people on the outside. Sometimes people who stutter get a feeling that they are about to stutter on a word right before they say it. Because they sometimes know when they are about to stutter, they may choose to change that word to hide their stuttering. For example, if a person has a feeling that they will stutter on the word "p-p-p-puppy," they may choose to say "dog" instead. Some people are skilled at hiding their stuttering, but it may result in them holding back and not saying what they want to say. Sometimes the consequences of concealing stuttering are even bigger, as illustrated in Figure . WHAT ARE SOME CHALLENGES THAT PEOPLE WHO STUTTER ENCOUNTER?
Because stuttering can be invisible, people who stutter have to make decisions about if and how to let others know about their stuttering. In a survey study, % of teenagers who stutter reported that they "rarely" or "never" talk to other people about stuttering [ ]. Although some kids prefer not to talk about their stuttering, others prefer to be more open about it. People who stutter can let other people know about their stuttering in di erent ways. For example, they can say something like, "In case you were wondering, I stutter and that is just the way I talk." They could also choose to let other people see and hear their disfluency by stuttering openly. It should be up to each person who stutters to decide if, when, and how they want to be open about their stuttering.
One reason why some kids may not talk about their stuttering is because they may have been treated badly for stuttering in the past. Most people who stutter have had to deal with microaggressions MICROAGGRESSION When someone says or does something that seems harmless, but is actually hurtful toward a specific group of people. related to stuttering. If we break that word down, "micro" means kids.frontiersin.org January | Volume | Article |
The best thing to do when someone is stuttering is to wait patiently. It can be frustrating for people who stutter when others try to guess what they are trying to say. small, and "aggression" refers to hurtful attitudes or behaviors. Thus, a microaggression is when someone says or does something that seems small and harmless but is actually hurtful toward a specific group of people. People who commit microaggressions do not always do so on purpose. For example, when people are not familiar with stuttering, they may think it is best to interrupt and guess what people who stutter are trying to say. This experience can be frustrating for people who stutter because they know exactly what they want to say. They sometimes just have trouble saying it. The illustration in Figure provides an example of a microaggression that could happen in real life.
Interruptions are not the only type of microaggression that people who stutter encounter. People who do not understand stuttering sometimes think it is helpful to give people who stutter advice about stuttering. For example, they may tell them to "slow down." Although slowing down can be helpful for some people who stutter, it is not something that all people who stutter like to do. Most people who stutter already have at least some knowledge about what does and does not help their communication.
If people who stutter do want or need additional help related to communication, professionals called speech-language pathologists or even other people who stutter have the appropriate expertise or personal experience to provide support. Some people who stutter may go to speech therapy for help with their stuttering or to improve their overall communication. There are lots of di erent things that people who stutter might work on in therapy. For example, they may learn about ways to stutter with less tension or work on changing negative thoughts and feelings about communication. Right now, there is no "cure" for stuttering. However, over time, people who stutter can learn and practice ways to make talking easier and more enjoyable.
kids.frontiersin.org January | Volume | Article | WHAT ARE SOME WAYS TO SUPPORT PEOPLE WHO STUTTER?
You can support your friend or classmate who stutters by being kind, respectful, and patient. Here are a few other examples of how you can be supportive of people who stutter:
• Ask your classmate or friend who stutters about specific ways you can support them. Most kids who stutter probably do not want you to finish their sentences. On a hard speech day, they may be okay with you ordering their school lunch so they can take a break from talking. Sometimes, however, it may be important to them that they order their own lunch. Each situation is di erent and each person who stutters is di erent in how they want support. • Understand that people who stutter are just like everyone else, but they sometimes need a little extra time to say what they want to say. Stuttering is only one part of who they are. Build your friendships with them in the same way you would with any other kid based on common interests like sports, art, videogames, or music. • Recognize that it is okay to stutter. Kids who stutter may or may not be in speech therapy, and that is okay. Your friend may be comfortable stuttering in front of you or may choose to use speech strategies when talking with you. Support people who stutter in whatever they choose.
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